
 
 

“High potential.” 

It’s one of the most flattering labels a person can receive. We hear it 

in performance reviews, classrooms, leadership programs, and 

strengths assessments. It feels like affirmation. It signals promise. It 

suggests a bright future. 

But there is a quiet danger inside that compliment. 

Because potential, by itself, accomplishes nothing. 

You can possess enormous capability, insight, and talent yet remain 

stationary. In fact, the more potential someone has, the easier it can 

be to stay comfortable. After all, if you could succeed brilliantly, why 

risk discovering you might struggle? 

Potential lives in the future tense. It says, “I could lead.” “I could 

write.” “I could build something meaningful.” That language feels 



 
 

empowering. But “could” requires nothing. You can live in “could” for 

years without ever testing it. 

This is where strengths research offers an important distinction. 

When Donald Clifton introduced CliftonStrengths, he did not define 

strength as raw talent. He defined it as talent combined with 

investment. Talent is a naturally recurring pattern of thought, 

feeling, or behavior. But it becomes a strength only when it is 

practiced, refined, and applied consistently in real-world settings. 

In other words, potential is talent. Strength is talent in motion. 

Marcus Buckingham expanded on this by emphasizing that 

strengths are not simply what you are capable of doing well. They 

are activities that strengthen you when you do them — where 

performance and energy intersect. Strength is observable. It shows 

up in repeated behavior. It produces results. 

This distinction matters more than we realize. 

If your identity becomes “high potential,” taking action can feel 

threatening. Action tests ability. Action exposes gaps. Action creates 

the possibility of visible failure. When your self-concept rests on 

being gifted or naturally talented, you may unconsciously protect 

that image by delaying action. 

You plan. 

You research. 

You refine. 

You prepare. 

You wait to feel fully ready. 

And readiness rarely arrives. 



 
 

Ironically, the language of strengths can sometimes reinforce this 

pattern. “I have Strategic, so I could operate at a higher level.” “I 

have Learner, so I can master anything.” “I have Maximizer, so I 

should be exceptional.” 

Notice the subtle shift into the future tense. 

Could. 

Can. 

Should. 

All of them imply promise. None of them requires execution. 

Strengths become powerful only when they move from 

description to demonstration. 

The real progression looks something like this: first, you identify 

talent. Then you invest in it intentionally. You practice. You stretch. 

You refine. After that, you apply it consistently in real environments 

where results matter. Over time, repeated evidence shapes identity. 

You are not a writer because you aspire to write. You are a writer 

because you write. You are not a leader because you have leadership 

potential. You are a leader because you lead, especially when it is 

uncomfortable. 

Potential asks, “What might I become?” 

Strength asks, “What did I do today?” 

That is the shift. 

When you move from admiring your wiring to exercising it, 

something powerful happens. Confidence becomes grounded in 

evidence rather than imagination. Progress compounds. Identity 



 
 

stabilizes. You stop protecting potential and start expanding 

capacity. 

If you have ever been labeled “high potential,” consider a few honest 

questions. Where are you investing that potential? Where are you 

applying it? Where are you still talking instead of doing? What action 

did you take this week that proves your strengths are active rather 

than theoretical? 

Potential is possibility. 

Strength is proof. 

And proof only comes from practice. 

I’m curious — have you ever seen high potential turn into hesitation 

instead of action? And what has helped you convert your strengths 

into consistent execution? 
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